Detailed Terms
The MIT Faculty has made this article openly available. Please share how this access benefits you. Your story matters. We applaud Matz et al.
(1) for using field studies on Facebook to investigate the effectiveness of psychologically targeted messages, building on prior, largely laboratory-based research. That said, this comparison of Facebook ad campaigns does not randomly assign users to conditions, which threatens the internal validity of their findings and weakens their conclusions. The paper uses Facebook's standard ad platform to compare how different versions of ads perform. However, this process does not create a randomized experiment: users are not randomly assigned to different ads, and individuals may even receive multiple ad types (e.g., both extroverted and introverted ads). Furthermore, ad platforms like Facebook optimize campaign performance by showing ads to users whom the platform expects are more likely to fulfill the campaign's objective (e.g., study 1, online purchases; studies 2 and 3, app installs). This optimization generates differences in the set of users exposed to each ad type, so that differences in responses across ads do not by themselves indicate a causal effect.
Accordingly, statistical tests reveal differences across ad type conditions by comparing all reported preexisting user characteristics. Using the authors' provided data, in study 1, we find differences in the age distribution (Fig. 1A) among the "extroverted" users exposed to congruent versus incongruent ads [χ 2 (2) = 84.5, P < 10
−18 ] and also for the "introverted"
). In study 2, we find similar differences in age (Fig. 1B) among "high-openness" users (P < 10 −217 ) and "low-openness" users (P < 10 −20
), as well as differences in gender ( , respectively). (Study 3 reports no user characteristics. Code for this analysis is archived at https:// osf.io/y8nuk.) More importantly, these differences in observables indicate potential differences in unobserved characteristics between exposed groups.
Could such confounding affect the results? In studies 1, 2, and 3 by Matz et al. (1) While suggestive, the Matz et al.
(1) studies provide limited new evidence for the efficacy of psychologically targeted advertising. Researchers should be aware of the limitations of testing ad campaigns on platforms that optimize ad delivery and do not randomize users into conditions. Since the Matz et al.
(1) studies were conducted, some ad platforms, including Facebook, introduced tools for advertisers to conduct randomized experiments (3-5), which may aid future work. 
